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Summary
This paper examines some aspects of the ‘Gallic Disaster’ in Roman memory culture, espe-
cially the role of the capitol. The capitol as a symbol of Roman resistance against foreign
enemies and her dominance over the Mediterranean is the result of a longer development
of cultural traditions and included a stylization after Greek accounts of the Persian capture
of Athens. It can be shown that the sight of the Capitol stimulated the invention of different
versions of the course of events during the siege, the use of historical exempla in speeches,
and the development of ritual processions. As a result, the capitol was integrated in the
memorial landscape of the city, and the ‘Gallic disaster’ was remembered as an important
part of the history of the religious and political center of Rome.
Keywords: Roman Republic; Battle of the Allia; Gauls; ‘Gallic Disaster’; Rome; Capitol;
Roman memory culture.
Diese Studie widmet sich einigen Aspekten des ‚Gallischen Desasters‘ in der römischen
Erinnerungskultur, insbesondere der Rolle des Kapitols. Das Kapitol als Symbol des rö-
mischen Widerstands und der Vorherrschaft im mediterranen Raum ist das Ergebnis einer
Traditionsentwicklung, die u.a. eine Stilisierung nach griechischen Berichten über die persi-
sche Eroberung Athens in sich aufgenommen hat. Es kann gezeigt werden, dass der Anblick
des Kapitols diverse Versionen über den Verlauf der Belagerung, den Gebrauch historischer
exempla sowie die Entwicklung ritueller Prozessionen förderte. Als Ergebnis war das Kapi-
tol in die Erinnerungslandschaft der Stadt integriert und das ‚Gallische Desaster‘ wurde als
bedeutendes Geschichtsereignis des religiösen und politischen Zentrums Rom erinnert.
Keywords: Römische Republik; Schlacht an der Allia; Gallier; ‚Gallische Katastrophe‘;
Rom; Kapitol; römische Erinnerungskultur.
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ǟ A great ﬁre and a strange procession – two testimonies from the
Imperial era
In the fall of the year AD Ǥǧ, the civil war between the new emperor-designate T. Flavius
Vespasianus and his opponent Vitellius reached the capital of the Roman Empire. In the
ﬁerce ﬁghting between the two sides, not even the Capitoline Hill – the political and
religious center of the Romanworld – was spared. It was there that, according to Roman
tradition, the last king of the city, Tarquinius Superbus, had once built the temple of
Iupiter Optimus Maximus, as a sign that Rome’s power was under the protection of this
powerful deity.1
But now not even Iupiter’s greatest and most important temple was spared. In the
course of the heavy ﬁghting in the capital, ﬁre was thrown onto the roofs of the buildings
of the Capitoline Hill – Tacitus (ca. AD ǣǤ–ǟǠǞ) could not decide whether this was
done by the besiegers or the besieged – and ultimately spread to the temple itself.2 The
historian does not leave his readers in any doubt about the gravity of this offence:
Id facinus post conditam urbem luctuosissimum foedissimumque rei publi-
cae populi Romani accidit, nullo externo hoste, propitiis, si per mores nostros
liceret, deis, sedem Iovis Optimi Maximi auspicato a maioribus pignus imperii
conditam, quam non Porsenna dedita urbe neque Galli capta temerare potuis-
sent, furore principum excindi.3
Evidently, Tacitus had to reach far back into the glorious and mostly successful history
of the Romans to ﬁnd events that seemed to him – at least almost – as dreadful as the
destruction of the temple in the year of the four emperors. The attempt of the Etruscan
king Lars Porsenna to capture the city of Rome dates back to the very beginning of the
Republic and the capture of Rome by the Gauls to somewhere in the beginning of the
fourth century.4
1 For the course of events in AD Ǥǧ, see Flaig ǟǧǧǠ,
ǠǢǞ–ǢǟǞ. – Cf. Rea ǠǞǞǥ, ǢǢ–Ǥǡ, on the Capitoline
“as the physical marker of the seat of Roman power”
(Ǥǟ).
2 Tac. Hist. ǡ.ǥǟ.
3 Tac. Hist. ǡ.ǥǠ: “This was the saddest and most
shameful crime that the Roman state had ever suf-
fered since its foundation. Rome had no foreign foe;
the gods were ready to be propitious if our charac-
ters had allowed; and yet the home of Jupiter Op-
timus Maximus, founded after due auspices by our
ancestors as a pledge of empire, which neither Pors-
enna, when the city gave itself up to him, nor the
Gauls when they captured it, could violate – this
was the shrine that the mad fury of emperors de-
stroyed!” (Translation by Clifford Moore). See Wise-
man ǟǧǥǦ for this passage, esp. ǟǥǟ–ǟǥǠ.
4 Unless otherwise speciﬁed, all dates refer to years
BC. On Porsenna’s attempt see Cornell ǟǧǧǣ, Ǡǟǥ–
ǠǟǦ; Forsythe ǠǞǞǣ, ǟǢǦ–ǟǢǧ. Porsenna can probably
be seen as a historical ﬁgure, although the endeavors
in the later tradition to disguise the fact that he did
occupy Rome makes it very difficult to reconstruct
the course of events. See Liv. Ǡ.ǧ.ǟ–ǟǡ.Ǣ; Val. Max.
ǡ.ǡ.ǟ; Flor. Epit. ǟ.ǟǞ; Mart. ǟ.Ǡǟ; Plut. Poplic. ǟǥ,
who all present the Roman defense as successful.
Pliny the Elder also seems to support the version
known to Tacitus (Plin. Nat. ǡǢ.ǟǡǧ). A fragment
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Tacitus was not the only one in imperial Rome who remembered the so-called Gal-
lic disaster. The Greek scholar Plutarch (ca. AD ǢǤ–ǟǠǞ) describes a strange procession
which took place in Rome presumably every year: “And even to this day, in memory of
these events, there are borne in solemn procession a dog impaled on a stake, but a goose
perched in state upon a costly coverlet in a litter.”5
Both authors are referring to an event that happened nearly half a millennium be-
fore their own times: the ‘Gallic disaster’, whenCeltic warriors occupied the city of Rome
at the beginning of the fourth century BC.
In this contribution, I want to discuss some aspects of the complex and, as the two
quotations cited above testify, enduring afterlife of this event in the Roman ‘social mem-
ory’ or ‘Geschichtskultur’ – two concepts which are relatively similar.6 I will focus on
the role and the image of the Capitol in the course of the Gallic disaster.
Ǡ Tradition and history – the Gauls and the sack of Rome
The fact that at some point in the early fourth century a group of Celtic warriors cap-
tured the city of Rome is undisputed.7 The exact date8 of the occupation and the detailed
course of events are, however, not easy to reconstruct, so for the purpose of this article
of Cassius Hemina (apud Non. p. ǢǞǦ L) indicates
a relatively early appearance of the more famous
stories, which better suited to the way most Romans
wanted to see their past. See Beck and Walter ǠǞǞǣ,
ǠǤǟ–ǠǤǠ.
5 Plut. fort. Rom. ǟǠ. Also attested in Aelian nat.
ǟǠ.ǡǞ; Serv. Aen. Ǧ.ǤǠǣ; Lyd.Mens. Ǣ.ǟǟǢ. See von
Ungern-Sternberg ǠǞǞǞ, ǠǟǤ–Ǡǟǥ, who thinks not
only that Plutarch was the earliest source to attest to
the procession but also that it was not even invented
until the imperial era.
6 For the concept of ‘social memory’ see Burke ǟǧǧǟ;
Fentress and Wickham ǟǧǧǠ, Ǣǥ–ǢǦ; Erll ǠǞǞǣ, ǢǢ–
Ǣǣ, ǣǠ–ǣǣ. For ‘Geschichtskultur’ see now Rüsen
ǠǞǞǦ. See also the study of Walter ǠǞǞǢ: he describes
several aspects of the Roman ‘Geschichtskultur’ in
particular, with a trenchant description of the con-
cept: “‘Geschichtskultur’ umfaßt das synchrone und
diachrone soziale Gedächtnis eines Kollektivs. Im
Sinne von ‘gruppenbezogen’ ist das Attribut ‘sozial’
hier geeigneter als das in der Literatur überwiegend
verwendete Attribut ‘kollektiv’, weil in letzterem
strenggenommen eine holistische Implikation liegt
und die Möglichkeit segmentärer oder konkurri-
erender Gruppengedächtnisse – etwa eines der Plebs
beziehungsweise der Popularen – ausgeschlossen
wird” (Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǠǞ). Cf. Conﬁno ǟǧǧǥ, ǟǡǧǧ–
ǟǢǞǠ. For approaches similar to the one of this arti-
cle, see von Ungern-Sternberg ǠǞǞǞ; Williams ǠǞǞǟ,
ǟǢǞ–ǟǦǢ; Rosenberger ǠǞǞǡ; Richardson ǠǞǟǠ, ǟǟǤ–
ǟǣǠ. Cf. also Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǡǦǤ–ǡǧǤ, for the develop-
ment of the legend of Camillus as an aspect which
is closely connected with the Gallic disaster in sev-
eral points. Cf. further Beck ǠǞǞǤ who examines the
battle of Cannae as another famous defeat in Ro-
man history and Kath ǠǞǞǢ who attempts to take a
broader point of view as she wants to examine Ro-
man defeats in Roman political culture in general,
but gives no detailed interpretation of the respective
sources.
7 See for example Ogilvie ǟǧǤǣ, ǥǟǧ–ǥǠǞ: “The fact
of the occupation is indisputable and has left its
mark archaeologically […] but the extent of it is less
certain.”; Cornell ǟǧǧǣ, ǡǟǢ: “That it happened is
certain.” This view is also supported by scholars who
examine the history of early Rome in a very critical
way: Kolb ǠǞǞǠ, ǟǢǞ–ǟǢǟ; Forsythe ǠǞǞǣ, ǠǣǠ–Ǡǣǡ.
8 For the date see Beloch ǟǧǠǤ, ǡǟǡ–ǡǟǢ; Baudy ǟǧǧǟ,




it seems best to take a minimalistic point of view.9 A group of Celtic warriors, perhaps
mercenaries enlisted by the Greek tyrant Dionysius I of Syracuse for his war against
Italian Greeks in southern Italy, marched southwards from the Po valley to reach their
new employer. On their way, they crossed the Apennines and reached the Tiber valley,
where they defeated a Roman army at the river Allia. Then they occupied Rome. It may
be that the Gauls just carried away whatever they wanted as loot, but it also seems pos-
sible, and perhaps more likely, that the Romans paid a ransom to make the Gauls leave
quickly, in order to prevent further destruction in their city.10 It appears that later the
Gallic mercenaries (or some portion of them), having successfully besieged Rhegium,
were defeated somewhere in central Italy – there are various and seemingly non-Roman
traditions about such a battle and the recovery of gold from the Gauls.11
Obviously, the effects of this defeat of theRomans, whowere on their way tomilitary
success and expansion on the Italian peninsula, could not have been as severe as the often
exaggerated accounts in ancient traditions suggest, because it was only a few decades
later that Rome achieved hegemony in Middle Italy.12 But modern scholars agree about
the profound and enduring effect that it had on the social memory of the Romans in the
9 Cf. for the following Ogilvie ǟǧǤǣ, Ǥǧǧ–ǥǣǠ; Cornell
ǟǧǧǣ, ǡǟǡ–ǡǟǦ; Heuß ǟǧǧǦ, Ǡǡ–ǠǢ; Williams ǠǞǞǟ,
ǟǢǠ–ǟǣǞ; Kolb ǠǞǞǠ, ǟǢǞ–ǟǢǟ; Forsythe ǠǞǞǣ, Ǡǣǟ–
Ǡǣǧ and now Richardson ǠǞǟǠ, ǟǠǡ–ǟǡǞ. Impor-
tant sources are Diod. ǟǢ.ǟǟǡ–ǟǟǤ; Liv. ǣ.ǡǠ.Ǥ–Ǣǧ.ǥ;
Dion. Hal. Ant. ǟǡ.Ǥ–ǟǠ; Plut. Cam. ǟǢ–ǡǠ. Further
references are collected at Schwegler ǟǦǥǠ, ǠǡǢ–
Ǡǥǣ in his full discussion of the ancient evidence.
Mommsen ǟǦǥǦ also provides an in-depth discus-
sion of them.
10 This reconstruction would at least explain the ab-
sence of any evidence in the archaeological record
which would indicate a large amount of destruction
in the city for this period. On this point see, for ex-
ample Horsfall ǟǧǦǥ, ǥǞ; Cornell ǟǧǧǣ, ǡǟǦ; Kolb
ǠǞǞǠ, ǟǢǞ–ǟǢǟ; Rosenberger ǠǞǞǡ, Ǣǥ–ǢǦ. However,
Richardson ǠǞǟǠ, ǟǠǧ thinks that it is more plau-
sible that no money or gold was paid and that the
Gauls simply took whatever they wanted as their
loot away with them.
11 In Livy’s account, M. Furius Camillus defeats the
Gauls and recovers the gold from them (Liv. ǣ.Ǣǧ.ǟ–
ǥ). Plutarch agrees with Livy on this point (Plut.
Cam. Ǡǧ). Diodor also has Camillus as the hero who
saves the day, but while the result is the same, in
his account the dictator defeats the Gauls not while
they are still in Rome but on a later occasion (Diod.
ǟǢ.ǟǟǥ.ǣ). Strabo (Strab. ǣ.Ǡ.ǡ) notes that the peo-
ple of Caere recovered the gold, and Sueton offers
another version where a certain Livius Drusus, as
a propraetor, kills an enemy leader called Drausus
and, on that occasion, recovers the gold that had
once been paid to the Senones (Suet. Tib. ǡ.Ǡ). It
should be noted that Polybius does not mention
any recovery of the ransom at all: in his account
the Gauls leave Rome and Latium undefeated (Pol.
Ǡ.ǟǦ.ǡ). For these variant traditions and further ref-
erences see Mommsen ǟǦǥǦ, ǣǡǢ–ǣǡǣ, ǣǡǧ–ǣǢǟ;
Ogilvie ǟǧǤǣ, ǥǡǤ; Sordi ǟǧǦǢ, ǦǦ–Ǧǧ; Cornell ǟǧǧǣ,
ǡǟǥ; von Ungern-Sternberg ǠǞǞǞ, Ǡǟǥ–ǠǟǦ; Williams
ǠǞǞǟ, ǟǢǡ; Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǡǦǤ–ǡǦǥ; Forsythe ǠǞǞǣ,
Ǡǣǣ–ǠǣǤ; Richardson ǠǞǟǠ, ǟǠǥ–ǟǠǦ.
12 Beloch ǟǧǠǤ, ǡǟǟ–ǡǠǞ supports the view of Livy
and other ancient authors. But see only Cornell
ǟǧǧǣ, ǡǟǦ; Oakley ǟǧǧǥ, ǡǢǢ–ǡǢǥ; Heuß ǟǧǧǦ, Ǡǡ;
Forsythe ǠǞǞǣ, ǠǣǦ–Ǡǣǧ; Kolb ǠǞǞǠ, ǟǢǞ–ǟǢǟ. See
also Hölkeskamp ǠǞǟǟ [ǟǧǦǥ], ǡǧ, who points out
that the Gallic disaster resulted in an increase in
economic and social pressure on the plebs and so
might be seen as an important factor in the strug-
gle of the orders. Cf. Cornell ǟǧǧǣ, ǡǡǞ on this, he
supports the view that the Gallic sack would have
been a difficult setback especially for Romans living
as peasants “on the margins of subsistence”. See also
Heuß ǟǧǧǦ, Ǡǡ–ǠǢ.
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time of the Republic and even later.13 When one traces the Gallic disaster through the
complex and sometimes anarchic Romanmemory culture, a intricate amalgam of Greek
inﬂuences, Italian oral tradition and written records, Roman tradition, historiography
and literature, aetiologies and other ways of thinking about the past inﬂuenced by early
and later experiences soon reveals itself.14
If one takes a closer look at the tradition concerning the sack of Rome, it is evident
that the battle at the Allia itself is usually not central in the accounts in most sources.
Most of the various fragments and references that can be connected to the Gallic disaster
belong to events that – allegedly – took place in the city of Rome and here again a great
part is in one or more ways related to the Capitol.15
Among the surviving sources, Livy (ǣǧ BC–AD ǟǥ) gives the most complete account
of the course of events which led to the occupation by the Gauls. In it, the Capitol
ﬁrst comes into focus when the battle at the Allia has been lost and a portion of the
surviving Romans seek refuge in their city.16 There, the Romans come to the conclusion
that there is not sufficient space for all of them on the Capitol and especially in the arx.
So they decide that only men of military age should be allowed to seek refuge there,
13 Kremer ǟǧǧǢ, ǟǟ, ǤǠ–Ǥǡ, ǤǦ; Cornell ǟǧǧǣ, ǡǟǦ: “The
sack was a severe psychological blow, …” and see
also Cornell ǟǧǧǣ, ǡǠǣ; Heuß ǟǧǧǦ, Ǡǡ: “Der Tag
an der Allia […] schuf jenes Trauma, welches die
Römer hinfort in eine mörderische Angst vor jedem
nordländischen Angriff versetzte”; Grünewald ǠǞǞǟ,
ǠǦǤ–ǠǦǥ; Williams ǠǞǞǟ, ǟǢǞ–ǟǢǟ; Kolb ǠǞǞǠ, ǟǢǞ–
ǟǢǟ: “Um so schwerer verheilten offensichtlich die
psychischen Verletzungen der Katastrophe an der
Allia, wie die ständige Verwendung dieses Vorfalls
als Menetekel in der römischen Literatur bezeugt”;
Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǠǞǤ–ǠǞǥ; Forsythe ǠǞǞǣ, Ǡǣǡ; Kath
ǠǞǞǢ, ǟǤǞ–ǟǤǟ.
14 Cf. Horsfall ǟǧǦǥ, Ǥǡ; Williams ǠǞǞǟ, ǟǢǦ–ǟǣǞ. See
also von Ungern-Sternberg ǠǞǞǞ, ǠǞǥ, n. ǣ.
15 On the Capitol during the Gallic disaster, see
Schwegler ǟǦǥǠ, ǠǣǢ–ǠǤǧ; Mommsen ǟǦǥǦ, ǣǠǦ–
ǣǡǣ, and Ogilvie ǟǧǤǣ, ǥǡǞ–ǥǢǟ, all with extensive
references to the sources. See more recently Wise-
man ǟǧǥǧ; Horsfall ǟǧǦǥ; von Ungern-Sternberg
ǠǞǞǞ, Ǡǟǡ–Ǡǟǥ; Williams ǠǞǞǟ, ǟǣǞ–ǟǦǢ, and
Richardson ǠǞǟǠ, ǟǠǟ–ǟǠǡ, ǟǠǥ–ǟǠǧ, ǟǡǠ–ǟǡǢ. An-
other place associated, at least in later times, with
the time of the sack of Rome by the Gauls is for
example the shrine erected in honor of a warning
voice which gave the Romans the – unfortunately
unheeded – advice to (re-)construct the walls of
their city to prevent its occupation (Cic. Div. ǟ.ǟǞǟ,
Ǡ.Ǥǧ and the quotation of Varro in Gell. ǟǤ.ǟǥ.Ǡ).
According to the tradition, this voice was deiﬁed as
Aius Locutius and in a – surely later – version (Plut.
Cam. ǡǞ.ǡ) it was no other than Camillus who set
up the shrine (Cf. only von Ungern-Sternberg ǠǞǞǞ,
ǠǞǦ–ǠǞǧ, and Aronen ǟǧǧǡ, Ǡǧ, for further refer-
ences). The sources also mention a place called the
Busta Gallica, where the corpses of the fallen Gauls
were allegedly burnt and buried after the retaking of
the city, which is probably an aition invented later.
See CIL I2ǦǞǧ; Varro ling. ǣ.ǟǣǥ and also Liv. ǣ.ǢǦ.ǟ–
ǡ and ǠǠ.ǟǢ.ǟǟ, in which Livy again mentions this
place but unfortunately gives no exact (“media in
urbe”) location for it. Cf. also Sil. Ǧ.ǤǢǠ. For schol-
arly discussion see Ogilvie ǟǧǤǣ, ǥǡǥ; Coarelli ǟǧǧǡ;
von Ungern-Sternberg ǠǞǞǞ, Ǡǟǥ. Another exam-
ple of what is surely a tradition invented later is a
place called Doliola, where according to one version
some sacred objects were hidden from the Gauls:
Liv. ǣ.ǢǞ.ǥ–Ǧ; Plut. Cam. ǠǞ.ǥ–Ǧ. In another version
these objects were buried after the death of king
Numa Pompilius (Varro ling. ǣ.ǟǣǥ). For further ref-
erences see again Ogilvie ǟǧǤǣ, ǥǠǡ–ǥǠǢ; Coarelli
ǟǧǧǣ and von Ungern-Sternberg ǠǞǞǞ, Ǡǟǟ. Once
again, the variety may indicate later inventions con-
ceived to ﬁnd explanations for the forgotten origins




along with their wives and children – of course in order to defend the heart of the city.
While the ﬂamen and the priestesses of Vesta are asked to bring the sacra publica to a more
secure place, a great number of plebeians leave their houses and make their way to the
Ianiculum.17 But by far the greatest sacriﬁce is made by the elder senators, who simply
wait in the atria of their homes, where they will be killed by the Gauls.18
While reading these passages in Livy, one may ask oneself why the Romans gave
up the larger part of their city, leaving it to be looted by the enemy. Modern scholars
have a relatively easy explanation for this problem: the walls and fortiﬁcations of the city,
which would later surrounded Rome, had simply not yet been built to an extent that
could serve as protection from even a relatively small group of Celtic warriors.19 Some
ancient historians present another more surprising answer: the Romans apparently just
failed to close the gates, which allowed the Gauls to enter the city without any ﬁghting.20
It seems very clear that the construction of what is known as the Servian Wall was more
likely a reaction to theGallic disaster than a fortiﬁcation erected under the glorious reign
of King Servius Tullius (Ǥth century).21 In fact, Livy himself mentions some decisions
made by the Romans to fortify the city with stronger walls only a couple of years after the
Gallic occupation.22 But apparently the parts of the tradition which wanted to ascribe
this achievement to King Servius were very strong and in some way convincing, and not
only for Livy.23 Thus another explanation had to be found, leading to the strange story
of the open gates – in Livy’s account, the Gauls, at any rate, are apparently surprised at
this failure on the part of the Romans.24
As mentioned above, Livy and other authors report that a group of Romans forti-
ﬁed the area on the Capitoline Hill, while the Gauls, having taken the rest of the city,
killed whomever they found, looted the temples and houses and then burnt down the
whole city.25 These accounts are inconsistent and not very reliable in several points –
cf., for example the strange case of the open gates. Based on the results of archaeological
excavations conducted a few decades ago, it is now certain that ancient accounts of the
huge destruction caused by the great ‘Gallic ﬁre’ are extremely exaggerated – the Gauls
did not burnt down the city of Rome at any point in the fourth century.26 Therefore the
prominent position of the Capitol as the last and successfully defended stronghold in
17 Liv. ǣ.ǢǞ.ǣ.
18 Liv. ǣ.ǡǧ.ǟǡ, ǣ.Ǣǟ.ǟ–ǟǞ.
19 See for example Ogilvie ǟǧǤǣ, ǥǟǧ: Rome’s “defences
at this time amounted to a ditch and turf-wall which
were inadequate to withstand a resolute assault”;
Alföldi ǟǧǤǡ, ǡǠǠ, ǡǣǤ; Cornell ǟǧǧǣ, ǠǞǞ; Kolb
ǠǞǞǠ, ǧǥ–ǟǞǟ, esp. ǟǞǞ; Forsythe ǠǞǞǣ, ǟǞǥ, Ǡǣǧ, and
now Richardson ǠǞǟǠ, ǟǡǟ–ǟǡǠ.
20 Liv. ǣ.ǡǧ.Ǡ, ǣ.Ǣǟ.Ǣ; Plut. Cam. ǠǠ. Cf. Mommsen
ǟǦǥǦ, ǣǠǥ; Ogilvie ǟǧǤǣ, ǥǠǞ. Diod. ǟǢ.ǟǟǣ has a
detail different to Livy: the walls and gates are unde-
fended but the Gauls have to break the gates.
21 Cf. the annotations given above (n. ǟǧ).
22 Liv. Ǥ.ǡǠ.ǟ, ǥ.ǠǞ.ǧ. Cf. Oakley ǟǧǧǥ, ǤǡǤ.
23 Liv. ǟ.ǢǢ.ǡ; Dion. Hal. Ant. Ǣ.ǟǡ.ǣ, ǧ.ǤǦ.ǟ.
24 Liv. ǣ.ǡǧ.Ǡ.
25 Liv. ǣ.Ǣǟ.ǟǞ–ǢǠ,Ǧ; Dion. Hal. Ant. ǟǡ.ǟǠ.Ǡ. Note that
Diod. ǟǢ.ǟǟǣ.Ǥ reports that some houses on the Pala-
tine were not destroyed also. Cf. Mommsen ǟǦǥǦ,
ǣǠǥ–ǣǠǦ.
26 See above n. ǥ.
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the destroyed city seems to be even more stylized than it already appeared at ﬁrst sight.
So two questions arise: why were the accounts of the Gallic disaster so ‘expanded’ and
why was the extent of the destruction so exaggerated?27 How did the Capitol come to
have the prominent position it takes in these traditions?
ǡ A great exemplum – Athens and Rome
Some parallels to another famous occupation of a ‘civilized’ city by a ‘barbarian’ army
were revealed early on in the scholarly discussion about the account of the Gallic dis-
aster. At issue is Herodotus’ (ca. ǢǦǣ–ǢǠǢ) account of how the Persian troops of Xerxes
conquered the city of Athens in ǢǦǞ BC.28 The Athenians also abandon the major part
of their city to the enemy, and only a very small number of defenders remain on the
Acropolis in order to protect the temple of Athena – obviously, at least in the eyes of
Themistocles, badlymisinterpreting the famous advice of theDelphic oracle to seek shel-
ter behind a wooden wall, which in Themistocles’ interpretation meant to go aboard
the ships and ﬁght against the Persian ﬂeet.29
Apparently there are some differences between the two accounts, and we will come
back to onemajor difference soon. Nevertheless, the fact that there are parallels between
these two accounts can scarcely be dismissed, even though their number and exact form
is still open to debate.30 Here we may perhaps ﬁnd a key to give one possible answer to
the ﬁrst question asked above. For both sides, Gauls and Romans, the historical event
itself was in fact not very remarkable at ﬁrst.31 But recasting the apparently not very
spectacular episode in the style of a central part of the Greek tradition of the greatest
ﬁght against a barbarian army ever fought offered an opportunity to raise this part of
the Roman history to another level.32 Of course, the enemies in the Greek case were
the Persians and here they were Gauls, but at least both were barbarians in Greek eyes
27 Cf. Ernst Badian’s famous article “The Expansion of
the past” (Badian ǟǧǤǤ, ǟǟ).
28 See already Niebuhr ǟǦǢǤ, ǡǦǟ: “[D]ie Erzählung ist
sehr schön und erinnert an die von der Einnahme
der Akropolis von Athen durch die Perser”; Soltau
ǟǧǞǧ, ǦǞ, ǟǟǡ–ǟǟǢ; Ogilvie ǟǧǤǣ, ǥǠǞ. Cf. more re-
cently Sordi ǟǧǦǢ, ǦǤ–ǦǦ; Horsfall ǟǧǦǥ, ǥǠ–ǥǡ;
Williams ǠǞǞǟ, ǟǣǠ–ǟǣǣ; Rosenberger ǠǞǞǡ, Ǣǥ;
Richardson ǠǞǟǠ, ǟǡǞ–ǟǡǦ.
29 Hdt. ǥ.ǟǢǟ.ǡ. Cf. Richardson ǠǞǟǠ, ǟǡǞ–ǟǡǟ.
30 And given the fact that in any way the account of
Herodotus was much older than even the oldest at-
tempts of Fabius Pictor and his successors but also
of works from historians from theMagna Graecia
who knew about the sack of Rome and wanted to
put it in their works, it is of course clear which ex-
ample inﬂuenced the other. See Vattuone ǠǞǞǥ for
some candidates among the western Greek histori-
ans. They recognized Rome early in the history of
the Republic and it seems that they integrated it in
their accounts.
31 Cf. Urban ǠǞǞǢ, ǤǦǤ; Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǡǦǥ (“das Schar-
mützel von ǡǦǥ”).
32 Cf. Richardson ǠǞǟǠ, ǟǡǡ: “Nonetheless, this tra-
dition [which greatly exaggerates the degree of de-
struction], unlikely as it is, exists and it does so in all
probability because the tradition of the Gallic sack
of Rome was heavily based upon the tradition of the
Persian sack of Athens.”
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and so in some way the events seemed to be comparable.33 Connections between Ro-
mans and Greeks and inﬂuences of Greek culture in Italy and Rome can be traced to
a very early date in the history of the Roman Republic and in fact as far back as the
regal period.34 And it seems, too, that some Romans of an early stage did seek ways to
present themselves to Greek eyes not only as non-barbarians but also as somehow stand-
ing on the same level as that of the evidently highly cultured Greek world they were
confronted with every day. The stories of the Trojan descent of the Romans, which can
be found in the earliest records, are only one part of this intercultural communication
– the stylization of the story of the Gallic disaster may just be another.35 There are many
other examples for the way that early Roman history was modeled after Greek traditions
and/or ways of thinking and interpreting earlier times.36
We do not know whose idea it was initially to recast the story of the Gallic sack of
Rome in the style of Herodotus’ account of the Persian capture of Athens. The earliest
preserved account about the defense of the Capitol can be found in Polybius’ (born
before ǟǧǧ/died after ǟǠǞ) summary of the wars the Romans fought against the Gauls
in Italy in the generations before the Second Punic War.37 Q. Fabius Pictor (born ca.
ǠǥǞ) is held by most scholars to be Polybius’ source of information about this period.38
It is not clear from the extant fragments, if presenting the Gallic disaster in the style of
the account of the fall of the Acropolis was already part of Pictor’s work.39 Even if this
could be proven, however, it would still be perfectly possible that the story’s inventor
was someone other than Pictor or indeed any other Roman historian, such as a Greek
historian fromMagna Graecia.40
In any case, it is clear that such a stylization could only have been carried out in this
medium of ‘historiography’, which Fabius Pictor, as the ﬁrst Roman historian, took over,
33 Cf. Dihle ǟǧǧǢ.
34 Wiseman ǟǧǦǧ, ǟǡǟ–ǟǡǡ; Wiseman ǠǞǞǥ, Ǥǥ–ǥǡ;
Purcell ǠǞǞǡ; Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǥǠ–ǥǡ; Beck and Walter
ǠǞǞǣ, ǠǠ–ǠǢ.
35 See the works cited in annotation ǡǢ and for the
alleged descent from Troy see Galinsky ǟǧǤǧ; Wise-
man ǟǧǥǢ; Gruen ǟǧǧǠ, Ǥ–ǣǟ and Hölkeskamp ǠǞǞǢ
[ǟǧǧǧ], ǠǞǟ–ǠǞǡ.
36 See only the examples in Forsythe ǠǞǞǣ, passim and
the references in Richardson ǠǞǟǠ, ǟǡǦ, n. ǟǟǡ.
37 Pol. Ǡ.ǟǦ.ǡ. A fragment of Cassius Hemina also sug-
gests that the story of the defense was accepted, as
it mentions the sacriﬁce made by Fabius Dorsuo:
F ǠǠ FRH Ǥ (= App. Celt. fr. Ǥ = F ǟǧ Peter = F Ǡǡ
Santini). But most scholars tend towards a dating of
Hemina that is later than that for Polybius (cf. Beck
and Walter ǠǞǞǣ, ǠǢǠ with further references).
38 Mommsen ǟǦǥǦ, ǣǟǤ; Walbank ǟǧǣǥ, ǟǦǢ; Sordi
ǟǧǦǢ, Ǧǡ, passim; Williams ǠǞǞǟ, ǟǣǞ. Cf. Schwegler
ǟǦǥǠ, ǠǡǢ who thinks that Fabius Pictor is proba-
bly an early source for the account of Diodor and
maybe also for Polybius.
39 For Sordi ǟǧǦǢ, Ǧǥ, however, the case is clear: “Fabio
aveva dunque modellato su Erodoto il suo racconto
della catastrofe gallica”. But cf. Williams ǠǞǞǟ, ǟǣǠ–
ǟǣǢ who is skeptical about this idea. He prefers to
see not so much a “direct, literary borrowing or
translation of motifs from the Greek to the Roman
context” but similarities which are caused by “the
similarity of the situation and of the Romans’ later
reﬂections upon their history” (ǟǣǢ).
40 As Richardson ǠǞǟǠ, ǟǡǥ assumes.
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in an adapted form, from the Greek world.41 It is certainly true that in general we have to
include “changes in Roman conceptions, religious and historical” in our interpretation,
and in fact “there was clearly much more to the creation of early Roman history than
the succession of early historians and annalists from Fabius Pictor onwards.”42 To study
and explore the ‘social memory’ or ‘Geschichtskultur’ of Roman societies means exactly
this.43 But it is, nonetheless, indisputable that such stylization requires a form and a
medium that allows the drawing of parallels, the integration of details in a broader con-
text of interpretation and the development of new concepts in working with history.44
If this form of tradition was invented to contribute to the attempt to present the
Romans to a Greek public as their equals in their long and arduous history of ﬁghting
against the barbarians of the north and as being – at least nearly – on the same cultural
level, then this would ﬁt withwhat we know about Pictor, his aims and the historical and
socio-cultural background of the time in which he lived and wrote his text.45 It seems
clear that one of the reasons that Fabius began his project was to give a Greek reading
public what he viewed as a suitable impression of Roman culture and history.46
Whoever the ﬁrst person to write the account of the Gallic disaster in this speciﬁc
way, which reminds readers of the capture of Athens, may have been: it is not necessary
to claim that this inventor had the intentions described above. It is absolutely possible,
and perhaps more probable, that some historian was simply searching for a model for
how to tell the tale of this Roman disaster and found it in Herodotus, without any
political intentions. But once set against background of the famous ﬁght of Athens in
the Persianwar, the sack of Romehad to take on greater dimensions and once established
and transmitted, this kind of account could also serve to integrate the Romans in this
longstanding and prominent narrative about the ﬁght of the few civilized nations against
a world of barbarians. The Romans had the same sort of enemy to face, they, too, had to
suffer a huge defeat. And just as the Greeks at Salamis and Plataiai ﬁnally defeated the
Persians, the Romans also ﬁnally forced the Gauls to withdraw. Their city did not fall to
a foreign enemy again, at any rate not until late antiquity.
41 For the opportunities to present history in this
medium, which cannot be realized in other forms
of a respective ‘Geschichtskultur’, see Walter ǠǞǞǟ,
esp. ǠǣǤ, and Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǠǟǢ–ǠǠǞ, for the Roman
case. Cf. Erll ǠǞǞǢ for an outline of the topic (“Me-
dien des kollektiven Gedächtnisses”).
42 Williams ǠǞǞǟ, ǟǣǥ.
43 See only the wide range of media and modi which
Walter ǠǞǞǢ has collected.
44 Cf. for example Erll ǠǞǞǢ, Ǣ–Ǥ; Walter ǠǞǞǟ; Walter
ǠǞǞǢ, ǠǟǢ–Ǡǟǥ. See also Timpe ǟǧǦǦ, ǠǥǢ.
45 For Fabius Pictor and his aims see Badian ǟǧǤǤ, Ǡ–
Ǥ; Timpe ǟǧǥǠ; Oakley ǟǧǧǥ, ǠǠ–Ǡǡ; Walter ǠǞǞǢ,
ǠǠǧ–Ǡǣǣ; Beck ǠǞǞǡ; Beck and Walter ǠǞǞǣ, ǣǣ–Ǥǟ;
Wiseman ǠǞǞǥ, ǥǢ–ǥǣ (all with further references).
See also above n. ǡǢ.
46 See for example Wiseman ǠǞǞǥ, ǥǢ. But it must be
noted that it is highly probable that Fabius did not
write his work for only one group of readers, but
for – at least – two: Romans and Greeks, especially




Of course, the complexity of these processes of intercultural contact is described in
a very simple way here. Moreover, it should also be noted that this stylization is only one
aspect of the presence and development of the Gallic disaster in the Roman ‘Geschicht-
skultur’. It can therefore only serve as one explanation of why the tradition of the Gallic
disaster was broadened in so many ways.
For my present purpose, however, it may be enough that we are allowed to say that
at least some Romans (and Greeks!) apparently liked the idea so much that they stylized
the story of the raid by a few Gallic mercenaries, who were able to force the Romans to
pay a ransom, in a way that made the defeat seemed much greater than it really was.47
We will soon come back to this point, but ﬁrst we will look at a detail which amounts
to a signiﬁcant difference between the accounts of these two events – a difference which
might appear inconsistent with the interpretation given here: the Acropolis was taken
by the enemy, but the Capitol was not taken by the Gauls.48
Ǣ ‘The fall of the Capitol’?
An interpretation offered by Nicholas Horsfall about one detail in the accounts of the
two events may provide one explanation.49 According to Herodotus, it was “said by
the Athenians that a great snake lives in their temple, to guard the acropolis; in proof
whereof they do ever duly set out a honey-cake as a monthly offering for it; this cake
had ever before been consumed, but was now left untouched.”50 The Athenians took
this as another bad omen, which supported the interpretation of the oracle given by
Themistocles. But in Rome the geese on the Capitol were spared, despite the famine
among the defenders during the Gauls’ siege of the hill.51 So this part of the story may
be seen as a “calculated antithesis” (Horsfall): in Rome pietas was preserved and the
gods did not abandon the city – in this respect the Romans did not just keep level with
the Athenians but surpassed them.52 It should be noted, however, that there are some
difficulties with Horsfall’s argument: Plutarch does not mention that the geese were fed
but in fact mentions that they were hungry.53
47 Cf. the references quoted above (n. ǠǦ). It is not
necessary to point out here that one of the most
prominent individuals among the Greeks who saw
the Roman not as barbarians and aimed to spread
this message in the Greek world was Polybius. See
Williams ǠǞǞǟ, ǟǤǟ–ǟǤǣ, and cf. Walbank ǟǧǤǥ, ǟǥǤ:
“P. himself never calls the Romans barbarians”.
48 Cf. Sordi ǟǧǦǢ, Ǧǥ–ǦǦ; Williams ǠǞǞǟ, ǟǣǠ–ǟǣǢ,
thinks that this difference indicates that it is im-
probable that Fabius used Herodotus account in this
way.
49 Horsfall ǟǧǦǥ, ǥǠ.
50 Herod. Ǧ,Ǣǟ (translation: A. D. Godley).
51 Liv. ǣ.Ǣǥ.Ǣ.
52 Horsfall ǟǧǦǥ, ǥǠ.
53 Plut. Cam. Ǡǥ.Ǡ–ǡ. Cf. Richardson ǠǞǟǠ, ǟǡǣ, n. ǟǞǢ.
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Be that as it may, even if one wants to follow Horsfall here this detail, rather than
being the origin of the tradition of the successfully defendedCapitol, is perhapsmore ap-
propriately viewed as an embellishment added when this tradition became widespread.
It should be mentioned, however, that some scholars support the view that a, per-
haps older but certainly different tradition existed in Roman literature, according to
which theCapitol also fell to theGauls – similar to theAcropolis inAthens.Otto Skutsch
collected some pieces of evidence supporting this view, which included a few fragmen-
tary lines by the Roman poet Q. Ennius (ca. Ǡǡǧ–ǟǤǧ) that are central for his line of
argument: “qua Galli furtim noctu summa arcis adorti moenia concubia uigilesque re-
pente cruentant.”54
In Skutsch’s view, which met with both agreement and disagreement by others
scholars, this fragment, taken together with other evidence, proves that another version
existed, in which the Capitol falls to the Gauls like the rest of the city.55 But the argu-
ments that were brought against this interpretation cannot just be set aside: it seems pos-
sible that in these verses Ennius was describing a scene in which the Gauls slaughtered
54 Enn. Ann. ǠǠǥ–ǠǠǦ; Skutsch ǟǧǦǣ, ǢǞǣ (“And at that
bedding down time of night [noctu concubia] the
Gauls stole over the citadel’s topmost walls and
suddenly bloodied the watch”). This fragment was
preserved from Macrobius (Macr. ǟ.Ǣ.ǟǥ) and the
relevant passage is: “Ennius enim – nisi cui uidetur
inter nostrae aetatis politiores munditias respuen-
dus – noctu concubia dixit his uersibus: ‘qua Galli
furtim noctu summa arcis adorti moenia concubia
uigilesque repente cruentant’. […] et hoc posuit in
Annalium septimo, …” (“For Ennius – unless one
thinks he fails the test of elegance in our reﬁned age
– used the phrase noctu concubia in these verses:
‘And at that bedding down time of night [noctu
concubia] the Gauls stole over the citadel’s topmost
walls and suddenly bloodied the watch.’ […] This
was in Book ǥ of the Annals, …”.; translation by
Robert A. Kaster). The position of this fragment
in the seventh book might seem strange at ﬁrst, be-
cause in this part of the Annales Ennius was describ-
ing the period of the ﬁrst two Punic Wars, or rather
the years between them and not the fourth century
with the Gallic catastrophe (Cf. Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǠǤǥ–
ǠǤǦ, with further references). But this objection can
easily be dealt with if we assume that these lines
were a part of a retrospective view of the events of
the Gallic disaster in the seventh book. This is an
explanation that can be supported by some lines in
Polybius as well as in Silius Italicus, in which Gauls
who look back on those events are described (Pol.
Ǡ.ǠǠ.Ǣ, Ǡ.Ǡǡ.ǥ; Sil. Ǥ.ǣǣǣ–ǣǣǧ). See Skutsch ǟǧǣǡ,
ǥǥ, with further references and Ribbeck ǟǦǣǤ, ǠǥǤ–
Ǡǥǥ, who already considered this idea. Of course,
it should be noted that Theodor Mommsen ques-
tioned whether these lines really refer to the Gallic
disaster (Mommsen ǟǦǥǧ, ǠǧǦ, n. ǡ), and it is at least
possible that his doubts were justiﬁed.
55 Skutsch ǟǧǣǡ; Skutsch ǟǧǥǦ; Skutsch ǟǧǦǣ, ǢǞǣ–ǢǞǦ.
See also Horsfall ǟǧǦǥ; Perl ǠǞǞǥ and further Sordi
ǟǧǦǢ, ǦǦ, who supports Skutsch’s view. Cf. Cornell
ǟǧǦǤ, ǠǢǥ–ǠǢǦ; Cornell ǟǧǧǣ, ǡǟǥ, and Forsythe
ǠǞǞǣ, ǠǣǢ, who are skeptical about this point. Cf.
also Ogilvie ǟǧǤǣ, ǥǠǞ; von Ungern-Sternberg ǠǞǞǞ,
Ǡǟǣ; Williams ǠǞǞǟ, ǟǢǢ–ǟǢǣ; Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǠǤǧ, who
think that no clear decision could be made.
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a few guardians, after which the Romans (under the command of Manlius?) expelled
them.56 So the existence of this ‘deviant’ tradition is still open to doubt.57
However, if there was such a tradition about the fall of the Capitol, the parallel to
the fall of the Athenian Acropolis would ﬁt in another detail.58 What we can say with
certainty is that in one, far more widespread, tradition the Gauls failed to take the Capi-
tol because the geese cackled and Manlius repelled the barbarians.59 If one wishes to
follow Skutsch, then one might assume that at some point in Roman history a change
occurred in the tradition about the Gallic sack: from the ‘Fall of the Capitol’ to its suc-
cessful defense.60 That, it should be noted, would not necessarily mean that such an
alternative version represented the true course of events.61 One reason for such a change
may be that the Romans in the time of the ‘Imperial Republic’, having achieved hege-
mony in the Mediterranean, did not want to remember that once even the heart of their
city was conquered. But if this is so, it is not easy to explain why Ennius should have
promoted the older (?) and now unfashionable version.
ǣ ‘The head of the world’
Whether or not one wishes to follow Skutsch’s arguments, the fact remains that a tradi-
tion took shape in which the Capitol stood at the center of a series of patriotic stories.62
It now appears that the fragments of Fabius’ work preserve another important story
pointing to the important role that was apparently ascribed to the Capitol from the
late third century onwards in Roman historical thought – the discovery of the so-called
caput Oli allegedly during the construction work on the temple of Iupiter OptimusMax-
56 Cornell ǟǧǦǤ, ǠǢǦ: “These lines do not say that the
Gauls massacred the garrison, but rather that they
killed the vigiles, a very different matter. […] In Livy
the sentries were asleep; in Ennius they were sur-
prised (while sleeping?) and dispatched.” According
to Cornell ǟǧǦǤ, ǠǢǦ, the passages in later texts like
those in the Punica of Silius, which seem to indicate
that the Capitol was taken “could be explained by
the fact that in the canonical version the Roman gar-
rison was eventually starved into submission and
forced to hand over a large payment of gold to make
the Gauls withdraw” or have to be seen as “rhetori-
cal exaggeration” (for example in Lucan. ǣ.Ǡǥ).
57 Cf. Cornell ǟǧǦǤ, ǠǢǦ; Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǠǤǧ, n. Ǡǣǣ.
58 Cf. Richardson ǠǞǟǠ, ǟǡǠ–ǟǡǡ, n. ǧǞ.
59 Schwegler ǟǦǥǠ, ǠǣǤ–ǠǣǦ, collects the evidence for
this version. See below n. Ǥǧ.
60 Williams ǠǞǞǟ, ǟǢǣ. The parallel existence of differ-
ent versions in Roman social memory would be per-
fectly possible. Cf. Sordi ǟǧǦǢ, ǦǦ; Williams ǠǞǞǟ,
ǟǢǠ; Richardson ǠǞǟǠ, ǟǠǦ.
61 Although Perl ǠǞǞǥ seems to assume that. But cf.
Williams ǠǞǞǟ, ǟǢǣ.
62 Cf. above n. ǥ. See also Walbank ǟǧǣǥ, ǟǦǣ (“Later
legends elaborated the defence of the Capitol […];
but perhaps no serious attempt was made against
it”).
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imus.63 The quotation from Fabius is preserved in the work of Arnobius (around AD
ǡǞǞ), but it is Livy who gives a full account and an adequate interpretation:
caput humanum integra facie aperientibus fundamenta templi dicitur apparuisse.
Quae visa species haud per ambages arcem eam imperii caputque rerum fore
portendebat, idque ita cecinere vates, quique in urbe errant quosque ad eam
rem consultandam ex Etruria acciverant.64
Caput rerum – the head of the world: the origins of this story might be older but this
interpretation seems better suited to a time when Rome was challenged by setbacks and
defeats that needed to be countered by a narrative that promised a victory. After the
wars against Pyrrhus (ǠǦǟ–Ǡǥǣ) and the Carthaginians (ǠǤǢ–ǠǢǟ; ǠǟǦ–ǠǞǠ), the Romans
started to realize the new opportunities of expansion of various kinds which followed
this victory.65 The Romans had not yet reached their imperium sine ﬁne at this time, and
they were probably still far from having the developed form of the ideology of domina-
tion of the world, which is attested for the age of Augustus.66 But if a tradition according
to which the Capitol itself had fallen to a ‘horde of barbarians’ did exist, it would now
seem inappropriate to say the least. And of course it is tempting to point to the way
the Capitol and Rome itself were seen after Rome’s victories against Carthage and the
Hellenistic kingdoms of the east to explain the supposed alteration of such a variant
tradition if it did exist.67 But as has been said above, this is possible but not veriﬁable.
63 F ǟǤ FRH ǟ (= Arnob. Ǥ,ǥ = F ǟǠ Peter = F ǟǟ Ja-
coby). See also Liv. ǟ.ǣǣ.ǣ, ǣ.ǣǢ.ǥ; Valerius Antias
F ǟǢ FRH ǟǣ (= F ǟǡ Peter); Dion. Hal. Ant. Ǣ.ǣǧ–
Ǥǟ; Plin. Nat. ǠǦ.ǟǣ. See for example Ogilvie ǟǧǤǣ,
Ǡǟǟ–ǠǟǠ; Sordi ǟǧǦǢ, ǦǢ–Ǧǣ; Cornell ǟǧǧǣ, ǟǢǣ (“A
tradition that is at least as old as Fabius Pictor…”);
Williams ǠǞǞǟ, ǟǣǥ; Hölkeskamp ǠǞǞǢ [ǠǞǞǟ], ǟǡǦ;
Hölkeskamp ǠǞǞǤ, ǢǦǞ. Note however that Chas-
signet ǟǧǧǤ, Ǧǡ, doubts that the fragment really be-
longs to Pictor.
64 Liv. ǟ.ǣǣ.ǣ–Ǥ: “A human head, its features intact, was
found, so it is said, by the men who were digging
for the foundations of the temple. This appearance
plainly foreshowed that here was to be the citadel
of the empire and the head of the world, and such
was the interpretation of the soothsayers, both those
who were in the City and those who were called in
from Etruria to consider the matter” (translation by
G. P. Goold).
65 See for example Ogilvie ǟǧǤǣ, ǟǦǡ, Ǡǟǟ–ǠǟǠ; Sordi
ǟǧǦǢ, ǧǟ; Williams ǠǞǞǟ, ǟǣǤ–ǟǣǥ, and Hölkeskamp
ǠǞǞǢ [ǠǞǞǟ], ǟǡǥ, all with further references.
66 Verg. Aen. ǟ.Ǡǥǧ. See Galinsky ǟǧǧǤ, ǠǟǞ–Ǡǟǟ;
Hölkeskamp ǠǞǞǢ [ǠǞǞǟ], ǟǢǞ–ǟǢǟ; Hölkeskamp
ǠǞǞǤ, ǢǦǞ–ǢǦǟ.




Ǥ Topography and historiography
In Roman historiographical accounts we can ﬁnd a series of examples describing the
Capitol as the last refuge and stronghold during the Gallic disaster.68 Apparently this
image stimulated various versions.
As mentioned above, in a widely spread version, perhaps the most famous one,
it was M. Manlius Capitolinus who successfully defended the Capitol when the Gauls
made their most dangerous attempt to end the siege by a nightly attack.69 It is not clear
when this story was ﬁrst created. Some scholars want to date its origins to the middle
of the fourth century; many take the position that it was created as an aetiological story
to explain the cognomen Capitolinus.70 For the present purpose it is not necessary to
discuss these considerations in detail, though they do offer many interesting insights
into the tradition of early Rome. What is more interesting for this analysis is the way
the topography of the Capitoline Hill seemed to inspire some inhabitants of Rome to
develop and change the account of the Gallic disaster.
In Livy, Diodor and Plutarch, a young Roman named Pontius Cominius climbs up
the hill from the side where the Tiber passes the Capitol to bring messages from the
Romans who have ﬂed to Veii and/or to bring Furius Camillus a message from Rome
asking him come back to the city as dictator.71 The Gauls ﬁnd Cominius’ footprints and
follow them up the hill, “near the shrine of Carmentis”, where they are then beaten by
68 See only Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǠǠǧ–ǡǡǢ, for the Roman his-
toriographical tradition from the third to the ﬁrst
century.
69 Liv. ǣ.Ǣǥ; Diod. ǟǢ.ǟǟǤ; Plut. Cam. Ǡǥ; Zon. ǥ.Ǡǡ. See
Schwegler ǟǦǥǠ, ǠǣǤ, n. ǣ, for further references. Cf.
a discussion of the evidence Mommsen ǟǦǥǦ, ǣǡǠ–
ǣǡǡ; Ogilvie ǟǧǤǣ, ǥǡǢ–ǥǡǣ; Wiseman ǟǧǥǧ; Sordi
ǟǧǦǢ, ǦǦ–Ǧǧ.
70 Ogilvie ǟǧǤǣ, ǥǡǢ, is optimistic about the authen-
ticity of the episode (“authentic stuff of history”).
Cornell ǟǧǧǣ, ǡǟǥ, is more skeptical. Horsfall ǟǧǦǥ,
ǥǢ; Forsythe ǠǞǞǣ, ǠǣǤ; Richardson ǠǞǟǠ, ǟǠǞ–ǟǠǟ,
place the origin of the story in the year ǡǢǣ, because
Livy reports for that year that a certain Cn. Man-
lius Capitolinus was magister equitum of the dictator
L. Furius Camillus. Both men had vowed a temple
for Iuno Moneta on the arx. It is not unlikely that
their names were preserved in a dedicatory inscrip-
tion and that perhaps “later popular tradition might
have wrongly construed these names as referring to
the great Camillus and the infamous demagogue
M. Manlius Capitolinus” (Forsythe ǠǞǞǣ, ǠǣǤ) and
so also confused the tradition about the Gallic dis-
aster. Perhaps this linkage could serve as another
explanation for the prominence of the Capitol and
the geese in Iuno’s temple in the tradition about the
Gallic occupation. It should be noted, in this con-
nection, that Schwegler ǟǦǥǠ, ǠǣǦ–ǠǤǞ, thinks that
elements of the story were invented to explain some
old religious rites in which geese and the sacriﬁce of
dogs played an important role and whose original
meaning had been forgotten. But this notion is re-
jected by Horsfall ǟǧǦǥ, ǥǣ: “Schwegler’s suggestion
that the story explains the origin of the rituals is not
mandatory”. Flower ǠǞǞǤ, ǢǦ–ǣǞ, sees the story as an
attempt to explain the cognomen Capitolinus. So we
do not know when and for what reasons this story
was invented or how it was developed in the early
tradition, but it was in any case an old element of
the tradition. See also the close reading of the career
of Manlius Capitolinus in Jaeger ǟǧǧǥ, ǣǥ–ǧǡ.
71 Ogilvie ǟǧǤǣ, ǥǡǠ, proposes that the worries about
the legality of the election are to be attributed to C.
Licinius Macer.
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Manlius and the other guardians who come to his aid.72 In the account of the trial of
Manlius after his alleged attempt to become a tyrant in the sixth and seventh books,
though, Livy gives some information that does not ﬁt his account of the Gauls’ attempt
in the ﬁfth book. Here the Gauls climbed the hill by way of the Tarpeian Rock on the
south-east ﬂank.73 Peter Wiseman and Stephen Oakley have suggested a convincing ex-
planation for this confusion.74 The wish of some annalists to change and develop the
story of Manlius in order to make it more sensational may have led to the version in
whichManlius is ﬂung from the Tarpeian Rock. From that version, it was a short step to
the idea that it would seem even more dramatic to change the location of the Gallic at-
tack: nowManlius was executed on the place of his great and heroic deed “and the same
spot served to commemorate extraordinary fame and the extremity of punishment, as
experienced by the self-same man.”75 So in this episode the demands of both a dramatic
arrangement of the story and a didactic function of historiography, came together.
ǥ Rhetoric and internal enemies
It is absolutely possible, and in my opinion also probable, that the story, or rather the
stories of Manlius, the geese and the siege of the Capitol, were preserved and discussed
outside of the realm of historiography as well and known to others besides experts such
as Livy and his predecessors. But unfortunately it is only barely possible to verify any
kind of daily, informal talk about history for the republican period in general.76 Still, a
few traces pointing to a somewhat broader knowledge of the Gallic disaster do exist. For
example, Cicero (ǟǞǤ–Ǣǡ) referred to this event in the defense of his client M. Fonteius,
the former propraetor of Gallia Narbonensis, before the quaestio repetundarum, probably
in the year Ǥǧ. Fonteius was accused of extortion by his former subjects. Cicero, who
puts forth multiple arguments to defend Fonteius, attacks the Gallic provincials with a
reference to the apparently widely known siege of the Capitol by the Gauls:
Hae sunt nationes, quae quondam tam longe ab suis sedibus Delphos usque ad
Apolinem Pythium atque ad oraculum orbis terrae vexandum ac spoliandum
profectae sunt. Ab isdem gentibus sanctis et in testimonio religiosis obsessum
Capitolium est atque ille Iuppiter, cuius nomine mairoes nostri vinctam testi-
moniorum ﬁdem esse voluerunt.77
72 Liv. ǣ.ǢǤ.Ǧ; Diod. ǟǢ.ǟǟǤ; Plut. Cam. Ǡǣ. See Ogilvie
ǟǧǤǣ, ǥǡǠ for a short discussion.
73 Liv. Ǥ.ǠǞ.ǟǠ, Ǥ.ǟǥ.Ǣ, ǥ.ǟǞ.ǡ.
74 See for the following Wiseman ǟǧǥǧ and Oakley
ǟǧǧǥ, ǢǧǞ–ǢǧǠ. Cf. Jaeger ǟǧǧǥ, ǥǢ–Ǧǥ.
75 Liv. Ǥ.ǠǞ.ǟǠ: “locusque idem in uno homine et ex-
imiae gloriae monumentum et poenae ultimae fuit.”
(translation by G. P. Goold).
76 Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǥǞ–ǥǟ, with further references.
77 Cic. Font. ǡǞ: “These are the tribes which in old days
set forth upon a far journey from their homes and
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On another occasion Cicero came forward with a another reference to the Gallic siege of
the Capitol, or rather the Gallic attempts to capture it: in his third Philippic, in Decem-
ber ǢǢ, Cicero attacks M. Antonius, who had summoned the Senate, by emphasizing
that this enemy of the people had been climbing up the Capitoline Hill along the very
same route the Gauls had once taken: “adesse in Capitolio iussit; quod in templum ipse
nescio qua per Gallorum cuniculum ascendit.”78 Cicero would not have chosen these
examples if he had not assumed that his audience would understand them.79 Indeed, he
very probably anticipated that jurors in the process against Fonteius, as well as senators,
would not only understand his allusions to the Gallic disaster but would also share his
interpretation of them. It is not difficult to imagine what this interpretation consisted
of. But we do not know what exactly came into the minds of Cicero’s listeners and/or
readers as they listened to his speech or read it later. We do not know how deep their
knowledge about the Gallic disaster was. Probably the degree of knowledge was highly
variable: ranging from those who knew little more than that at some time, long ago in
the early years of the Republic, some Gauls, presumably coming from the north, took
all of Rome, except for the Capitol, to those who had perhaps read contemporary or
even older works by historians and were familiar with their account in some level of
detail. But one should not be overly optimistic about the size of the latter group. Cicero
himself was no professional historian.80 Rather he got his knowledge about historical
exempla of more distant times from his rhetorical education.81 So it does not seem far-
fetched to assume that exempla like the two cited here were also used by other orators
from time to time and were as a result familiar at least to those who usually listened to
the speeches of orators in the senate, in the courts or in the forum.82
These exempla functioned as a kind of narrative shorthand, which implies that they
were elements of the popular knowledge about the past.83 The pairing of Gauls/Capitol
came to the oracle of the Pythian Apollo at Delphi,
the resort of the whole world, to harry and to de-
spoil. It was these same tribes of upright and punc-
tilious oath-regarders who beset the Capitol and
the temple of that Jove with whose name our ances-
tors chose to seal their plighted troth.” (translation
by N.H. Watts). Cf. Kremer ǟǧǧǢ, Ǧǡ–ǟǞǢ; Bücher
ǠǞǞǤ, ǟǦǟ.
78 Cic. Phil. ǡ.ǠǞ: “He ordered that it take place on the
Capitol and himself made his way up to the tem-
ple through some Gauls’ tunnel.” (translation by D.
R. Shackleton Bailey). Cf. Bücher ǠǞǞǤ, ǟǦǠ, Ǡǣǡ;
See Cic. Caec. ǦǦ, where Cicero also mentions this
cuniculum.
79 Cf. Kremer ǟǧǧǢ, ǟǞǢ. For the use of exempla in Ci-
cero’s speeches see Bücher ǠǞǞǤ, for example ǟǣǣ
(exempla need “den Hintergrund und das Umfeld
einer allgemein geteilten Kenntnis, eines allge-
mein verbreiteten Verständnisses von Geschichte,
das Reaktionen […] berechenbar macht”). Cf.
Hölkeskamp ǠǞǟǢ, Ǥǥ.
80 Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǡǤǟ–ǡǥǡ; Bücher ǠǞǞǤ, ǟǢǟ–ǟǢǥ. Cicero
intensiﬁed his historical studies only when he was in
exile.
81 Bücher ǠǞǞǤ, ǣǠ–ǥǢ. Cf. Bücher ǠǞǞǤ, ǟǢǤ: “Aus der
Geschichte braucht der Redner Cicero pointierte
Stichwörter, eine Botschaft, die er an den Mann
bringen will, aber keine ausführlichen Darstellun-
gen von Ereignissen.”
82 It should be admitted, though, that Cicero did not
give these two speeches in the forum.
83 Rüsen ǠǞǞǦ, ǟǧ–ǠǞ: “Diese narrativen Abbreviaturen
oder Ultrakurzgeschichten gehören zum festen In-
ventar jeder Kommunikation, und zwar auf allen
ǟǢǠ
̗̣̕̕̕ ̞̑̔ ̗̥̜̣̑ – ̤̘̕ ̠̙̤̟̜̓̑ ̙̞ ̤̘̕ ̣̟̙̜̓̑ ̢̝̝̟̩̕ ̟̖ ̤̘̕ ‘̗̜̜̙̑̓ ̢̙̣̣̤̔̑̕’
may have worked as an example of such shorthand that was easy to remember – last but
not least because of the visual presence of the Capitol in the ‘memory landscape’ of the
city itself and the prominent position of the Capitol within this landscape.84 In Greek
and Roman literature, this pairing lasted well up to the imperial era. Hence the passage
from Tacitus which was quoted at the beginning of this article is only one of a series of
examples.85
Ǧ A strange procession and Rome’s ‘memory landscape’
“Any group”, Jan Assmann notes in Cultural Memory and Early Civilization, “that wants
to consolidate itself will make an effort to ﬁnd and establish a base for itself, not only
to provide a setting for its interactions but also to symbolize its identity and to provide
points of reverence for its memories. Memory needs places and tends towards spatial-
ization.”86
In Rome the Capitol was such a place. It was not only one of the centers of the
political and religious life of the Republic, it was also a space that contained various
‘Erinnerungs- und Gedächtnisorte’ that reminded the city’s inhabitants about its found-
ing as well as about their own glorious history.87 We do not know which stories and
episodes from this long history an average Roman would have remembered as he or she
walked to or around the Forum Romanum or the Capitol. As in the now famous anecdote
in Maurice Halbwachs’ On Collective Memory about the various memories that came to a
stroller’s mind on his walk through London, a range of different memories would cer-
tainly also have come to the mind of a Roman stroller walking through the area of the
Capitol.88 Perhaps he or she would have known stories about the building of the great
temple for Iupiter, about Tarpeia or Manlius Capitolinus or about the Gallic siege of the
hill many generations ago from various sources, perhaps even have been familiar with
Ebenen – von der alltäglichen Rede bis zur hochstil-
isierten Interpretation menschlicher Lebensum-
stände. […] Sie signalisieren historische Erinnerun-
gen, die so in die Umgangssprache eingelagert sind,
daß sie nicht als ausgeführte Geschichten auftreten
müssen, um verstanden zu werden.”
84 See Hölkeskamp ǠǞǞǢ [ǟǧǧǤ]; Hölkeskamp ǠǞǞǢ
[ǠǞǞǟ]; Hölkeskamp ǠǞǞǤ, ǢǦǦ; Hölkeskamp ǠǞǟǠ,
esp. ǡǦǤ–ǡǦǥ, ǢǞǤ–ǢǞǥ; Cf. Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǟǡǟ–ǟǦǦ,
for an overview of the ‘memory landscape’ of the
city of Rome. The Capitol can certainly be called
a Roman lieu de mémoire (see Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǟǤǞ–
ǟǤǟ). A short introduction into the concept is given
by Nora ǟǧǧǦ, ǟǟ–ǢǠ. See Hölkeskamp and Stein-
Hölkeskamp ǠǞǟǟ, esp. Ǣǟ–ǢǠ, for problems and
opportunities of transferring Nora’s concept to the
Roman world.
85 See for example Verg. Aen. Ǧ.ǤǣǠ–ǤǤǠ; Stat. Silv.
ǣ.ǡ.ǟǦǦ; Tac. Ann. ǟǟ.Ǡǡ.ǡ–Ǣ.
86 Assmann ǠǞǟǟ [ǟǧǧǠ], Ǡǣ; cf. Hölkeskamp ǠǞǞǤ,
ǢǦǟ–ǢǦǠ.
87 Beck ǠǞǞǣ, ǥǧ: “Zumeist waren in diesen Räumen
auch Erinnerungs- und Gedächtnisorte gelegen, die
die memoria an die Gründung der Stadt wachhielten
und von ihrer ruhmreichen Geschichte zeugten.” Cf.
Jaeger ǟǧǧǥ, Ǣ–ǣ, ǣǤ; Hölkeskamp ǠǞǞǢ [ǠǞǞǟ], ǟǢǢ–
ǟǢǥ; Hölkeskamp ǠǞǞǤ, ǢǦǦ–ǢǧǞ; Rea ǠǞǞǥ, ǢǢ–Ǥǡ.
88 Halbwachs ǟǧǤǥ [ǟǧǣǞ], Ǡ–ǡ.
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more than one version thereof. The visibility of the places where these stories took place
in such a prominent area of the city could then serve to bring back thememories of these
stories to a stroller’s mind. Of course the more someone knew about the city’s past the
more that person would recognize during his walk. And many powerful and rich indi-
viduals tried to draw their fellow citizens’ attention to speciﬁc parts of Roman history,
which could serve to enhance the glory of their own family. They erected statues and
monuments, not only but especially, in the central areas of the Forum and the Capitol
intended to remind the community about successes in wars and battles fought for the
res publica.89 This ‘memorial landscape’ of the city was interconnected not only through
stories told and transmitted in media like oral tradition, poetry or historiography but
also through rituals. Some of the various pompae that were familiar to the inhabitants
of Rome led through these areas.90 The route of the triumphal procession led the par-
ticipants over the Forum to the Capitol and past various monuments and temples that
were erected in direct connection of earlier triumphs. So the city’s history was connected
in a way to the latest event. Another procession, the pompa circensis, celebrated the reli-
gious and social unity as well as the hierarchy of the Roman society.91 According to the
Roman tradition, this procession was inaugurated at the beginning of the ǣth century.
From this time on, its route (from the Capitol to the Circus Maximus) and its elements
allegedly remained unchanged, which could serve to show the continuity and perma-
nence of the republic. Thus the Capitol was involved in more than one procession that
celebrated the recent or more distant history of the city and its community.
It would be interesting to know in this regard along what path the strange pro-
cession described by Plutarch and mentioned at the beginning of this contribution pro-
ceeded.92 It does not seem completely unlikely that the route of this procession included
some of the places in the city that were connected to the historical memory of the Gal-
lic disaster. Given the fact that the useless dogs as well as the praised geese were con-
nected with the Capitol it is possible, although on the basis of our preserved sources
not attestable, that they marched from, to or around the Capitol, which would thus be
included in another way in the ‘memorial landscape’ of the city. If Jürgen von Ungern-
Sternberg is right to think that Plutarch is the earliest source attesting to this procession
and that it was not even invented before the imperial era, this would be an interesting
aspect that shows in another way that the social memory of the ‘Gallic disaster’ was still
vital in Plutarch’s time.
89 See for example Hölkeskamp ǠǞǞǢ [ǠǞǞǟ], ǟǢǦ–ǟǣǥ;
Hölkeskamp ǠǞǞǤ, ǢǦǣ–ǢǦǥ; Walter ǠǞǞǢ, ǟǡǧ–ǟǢǡ.
90 For the various pompae see for example Hölkeskamp
ǠǞǞǤ, ǢǦǡ–ǢǦǣ; Hölkeskamp ǠǞǞǦ; Walter ǠǞǞǢ, Ǧǧ–
ǟǞǦ (for the pompa funebris); Itgenshorst ǠǞǞǣ (for
the pompa triumphalis).
91 Beck ǠǞǞǣ, ǧǞ–ǧǤ with further references.
92 See above n. ǣ.
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Even if this was the case, this would have been only one procession among the
various pompae that were familiar to the inhabitants of the city of Rome. And the pompa
triumphalis was not the only one among them to offer the Romans far more glamour
and spectacle than the impaled dog and the praised goose described by Plutarch. This
procession and the other evidence which was discussed in this contribution certainly do
not transform the most successful state of the ancient world into one with a ‘culture of
defeat.’
It has been possible to show, though, that the Romans, in addition to all their glo-
rious victories, were reminded from time to time of one of the darkest chapters of their
history and that the place which they themselves valued as the center and head of their
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